His Hidden Bag

Khanh sat sullenly in the rocking chair in his backyard, deep in thought.  His eyes occasionally focused then resumed their distracted wandering.  He lazily watched the roses which showed off their beautiful and vibrant colors under the early morning sun.  Autumn had brought her cool winds, blowing gently, creating a relaxed and pleasurable feeling.  But Khanh was far from feeling at ease.  The sound of a crying baby interrupted his fuzzy state of mind, made him snap back to reality and the dire situation he is in.  He needed to think more, to search the bottom of his core, and to understand the person he really was.  He always antagonized himself over these questions, relentlessly asking himself:  Why couldn’t he tell people who is he and show them the real part kept hidden deep inside of him?  Why couldn’t he be like the baby who could blatantly and openly cry, expressing his discomfort, anxiety, and distress?  Why couldn’t he be like the roses in front of him, merrily exposing their exquisite beauty, letting people know that they are truly a red velvet rose inside, even though their outer petals had been genetically altered to be white?  Khanh was really struggling hard this time.  He knew that there was another part, a real part, hiding inside him – an inner woman.  The invisible bag he long carried had concealed this feminine part, now became a heavy mental load that needed to be rid of.  

Robert Bly, in his essay “The Long Bag We Drag Behind Us”, drives home his belief that human beings have a virtual bag in which we fill unwanted things: actions that people don’t approve of, “odd” personalities, and unacceptable thoughts.  These people include our teachers, parents, friends, the society and even the country with a controlling regime in which we live in.  When we were young, our parents owned our bags and decided which things to put in: “the part of us our parents don’t like, we, to keep our parents’ love, put in the bag.”  Then, we grew up; our teachers encouraged us to eliminate the parts that are seen as unfit by society.  We, the students “lied all through high school automatically.”  The “Shadow” became huge and made us “end up with a slice of energy.”  Bly also points out, “The outside has to be like the inside”, if not, the other side someday will be against us.  “Every part of our personality that we don’t love will become hostile to us.”  When we are old enough to realize we have put a part of ourselves away, hiding them in the Shadow or in the bag, we would come to regret it because we were not being ourselves for that period of time.  “But why would we give away, or put into the bag, so much of ourselves? Why would we do it so young?  And if we have put away so many of our angers, spontaneities, hungers, enthusiasm, our rowdy and unattractive parts, then how can we live?”  Bly sobs.  


When did all this start to Khanh?  It was when he was in sixth grade.  At this age, what he knew seemed normal to him: wanting to be around his female classmates during recess and feeling content watching and interacting with them.  Those things made him feel warmth and love.  However, he could never fulfill his desires to play with them because his male classmates were rather exclusive to the girls.  Also, the girls did not want to have anything to do with the boys in their class.  Khanh had a cousin his age, who was also his best friend.  They walked to school together, talked, played, read, and did homework together.  These activities he did with her gave him a warm feeling he never experienced when he spent time with his guy friends.  This greatly confused him.  However, at this young age, his youth and inexperience could not explain it.  His mother, the one person he loved with all his heart, could not help alleviate this confusion.  She would often yell at him about his activities and his longing to look more feminine.  He would wear clothes that are soft in colors, and his gestures and demeanors became gentle, gentler than allowed for a boy.  His days were filled with perplexity and uncertainty and this made him angry because he could not grasp what was happening to him.  Also, people started treating him differently and strangely.  They whispered among themselves and stopped when he came near.  The looks they gave him made him even more confused.  He could not understand why he is always excluded from group outings or why his classmates would react so strangely toward him.  The only way he knew how to deal with it was to start hiding this foreign part and foreign thoughts.  He tried to act more masculine and tried to be like the other boys in his class.  What was worse he was the only child and the first born son.  He did not have anyone to talk with so he grew up in loneliness amid the turmoil raging inside.  His parents seem to love him only because he was the first born son.  He overheard his father asking his mother one day, “Why is Khanh so shy?  He acts like a girl most of the time.  I don’t like it at all.  He needs to grow up to be a strong man, who is able to take care of his family.”  Even his teachers expressed concerns over his odd behaviors.  They always moralized and advocated their students follow the right path depicted by society.  All this burdened his oversized bag even more.

With the heavy invisible bag dragging behind with him, Khanh grew up to be an outcast.  He was a misfit teenager who did not fit in his high school.  However, he was a good student and did well in his classes.  This pleased his parents because all they cared about was his progress in school.  His body was still skinny and lanky and his gestures were girly.  Most people said he had a girly look.  He was also soft-temper and extremely vulnerable.  He liked to sit alone and let his mind drift leisurely for hours.  Now, he was knowledgeable enough to allow him to identify his other half.  And he clearly saw the feminine part that he had hidden in the bag.  The more he felt its presence the more he needed to get away from it.  His culture, family, and the few friends he had could not and would not be able to accept that.  He sometimes wondered himself, “What really is that bag?  Why am I so terrified to look into it?  Why am I so apprehensive about the content in the bag?”  He could feel the dark part inside him imploring him, urging him to accept it.  He felt so lonely but he did not have anyone to confide in.  Who would understand him?  Who would understand his confusion and accept him for who he is?  

To please his parents, he allowed himself to participate in an arranged marriage after his college graduation.  Love became a secondary issue for him.  Did he love her?  He was not sure.  Did he hate her?  He did not know.  Living with her was like living with an intimate friend.  There was another love he could not identify.  It remained illusion and out of touch.  He was torn between these two loves, the other part of him kept struggling and insisting that he did not live his true life and did not give his love to the right person.  His personality was not a hundred percent apparent.  He lost his will, the will to fight for what he believed in.  He recognized that he was not interested in his wife and had no sexual desire toward her.  But he could not allow himself to indulge in his other fantasies because he felt they were not appropriate for a man, especially a married man.  And he, now more than ever, was certain that his feelings were not normal compared to his friends’.  The forever raging battling inside him was taking a toll on him and it was becoming apparent.  The constant struggle in his mind started to show in the haggard look in his eyes and shrunken cheeks.  He looked like a sleep walker who wandered around aimlessly without a clear purpose.  
As the time passed, Khanh’s bag was getting bigger and heavier.  His personality became twisted and he could no longer keep his outer and inner selves separated.  “How could go on living like this, hiding in the shadows?”  He would ask himself constantly, relentlessly.  The vicious content suppressed inside the bag began to be animated and voiced their discontent.  They wanted him to make them a part of him, and he could no longer ignore their yearning no more than he could suppress his true nature.  Would it be right for him to unveil himself, to move from the shadows into the light?  He sought comforts in the darkness for it concealed his true identity.  Would be it right for him to unmask himself after all this time?  He did not want to hurt the people around him, but he feared they would be hurt regardless because of their intense beliefs, which are byproducts of their culture, that everything he desires is sinful.  He realized his life had been a lie.  He has been lying to his wife, his family and himself.  Clearly, living with confusion about one’s own identity is emotionally exhausting and potentially destructive.  Khanh, the middle-aged man, is different from the boy he once was.  And after all the struggles, he now openly accepted himself.  His world became a brighter place and his mind became clear and sharp.  The void he had before was now filled with self-acceptance.  The hardest obstacle was surpassed; he just hoped that people would be more lenient and accepting.  

This inner female was seen as a shadow, a sin by his culture, family and friends.  There had been much fighting between the masculine and feminine side inside the bag, and it had escalated out of proportion.  Struggling between hopelessness and madness was driving Khanh to the edge of sanity.  This morning, once again, Khanh struggled to grapple with his heavy bag.  All the previous times before, he tried to repress and refuse to accept the things inside it.  But today, he finally became honest with himself and struggled to distinguish the hidden things that had been repressed for a long time, since he was a little boy starting to recognize another part of him.  The fall wind suddenly felt comforting and it filled Khanh with cool and clear thoughts. His life was like a tangle coil of thread in which he has been tied for so long.  The things in his bag made his life broken like a damaged mirror.  In this defective mirror, he saw a blurry image of a woman looking back at him.  The people around him had made him cover his real image.  But he could blame no one except himself for allowing them to dictate his life, how he should live and think. He decided to open his bag and let the Shadow reveal itself.  There is nothing wrong to be himself.  There’s bound to have others who experienced a similar situation to his.  He hoped that they would too be open about their Shadows so they would not have to carry such a heavy burdened bag.  The sun rose high over the tall oak trees at the end of the road, emitted innumerable colorful rays reflected on water droplets on the leaves still left from yesterday night.  Khanh worshiped this picture and felt satisfied.  He could now able to live his life to its fullest.
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